Abstract
Introduction
Th is research aims to contribute to the understanding of how to study intimacy practices mediated by social media. I investigate the intimate experiences of social media users, using a multi-sited case study. Th e research project is composed of the social media platforms Badoo, CouchSurfi ng, and Facebook in order to observe users' intimacy practices across diff erent platforms in two countries: Spain and the UK. Scholars in a range of disciplines including anthropology, social psychology, cultural studies, feminist studies, and sociology are interested in people's use of technology to keep in contact with signifi cant others at a distance. As Law (2004, p. 3) pointed out, these studies describe "decentred subjectivities and the geographical complexities that arise when intimacy no longer necessarily implies proximity." Following this debate, Rainie and Wellman (2012) argue that networked individualism is the new social operating system by which individuals participate in diff erent networks. Th is creates a diff erent social structure in which people are geographically dispersed in opposition to traditional local communities. Law (2004) explains how there is a need for qualitative approaches to study this new networked or fl uid world, which is highly unpredictable and changeable and cannot be explained in a mathematical sense. In this context, it is useful to refer to boyd 's (2010, p. 36) analysis of social network sites as networked publics, "which are simultaneously (1) the space constructed through networked technologies and (2) the imagined community that emerges as a result of the intersection of people, technology, and practice". Hine (2015) suggests the use of diff erent research methods in order to understand how technologies are adapted and adopted in everyday life. Building on Robinson and Schulz (2009) , who describe Internet research as increasingly multi-modal (online/offl ine), Hine (2015) affi rms that her research is for the Internet, not through the Internet.
Accepting this view, I conducted a qualitative study based on a multi-sited approach to understand diff erent kinds of intimacy practices facilitated by social media at several levels: across diff erent platforms (Badoo, CouchSurfi ng and Facebook), multi-modal (online/ offl ine), and in diff erent locations (UK & Spain). As Kember and Zylinska, (2012, p. 32) point out, "a multi-sited case study may be useful to capture a holistic picture of a practice." Building on Morgan's concept of "family practices", Jamieson (2012) introduces the term "practices of intimacy" to refer to "practices which enable, generate and sustain a subjective sense of closeness and being attuned and special to each other." My main aim was to study intimacy practices in an integrated fashion; therefore, I used this multi-sited approach. Following boyd's (2010a) concept of networked publics and Rainie and Wellman's (2012) concept of networked individualism, I use the term "network intimacy" to picture the nature of intimacy in the context of social media.
Drawing from feminist epistemology (e.g., Reinharzt & Davidman, 1992; Stanley & Wise, 1993; Skeggs, 1995) and using an ethnographic approach (e.g., Rybas & Gajjala, 2007; Horst & Miller, 2012; Gómez Cruz & Ardèvol, 2014; Hine, 2015; Pink et al., 2015) , I investigate the intimate experiences of social media users who use these services to interact with new Cristina Miguel Article: Researching intimacy through social media and existing relationships. Feminist scholars and anthropologists alike put the process of refl exivity at the centre of the research. Epistemological refl exivity refers to the fact that all knowledge is situated. Stanley and Wise (1993) explain that, as it is unavoidable that a researcher's knowledge is situated, the researcher should make proper use of this situation as a basis of her knowledge in the research project. Skeggs (1995) states that we, as researchers, have a specifi c social-political-cultural-economic position defi ned by our gender, class, sexuality, nationality and race that infl uences every stage of the research from the selection of participants to the interpretation of the data. Th e researcher's personal identity aff ects the research practice. In relation to gender, I was aware that my identity as a young female researcher might aff ect my relationship with participants. In my study, my own identity as a feminist and the gendered context of my fi eldwork (especially in reference to Badoo) led me to think refl exively about the role that I, as a female researcher, played in the data collection process.
Another characteristic of feminist and ethnographic research is that the researcher tries to forge a connection between the reader and the people studied. As Rybas and Gajjala (2007) point out, "Th e fi rst-person autoethnographic narratives breach the separation of researcher and subjects and establish intimacy with the reader as a co-participant of the dialogue." Th e use of the fi rst person has been part of the feminist project. I use the fi rst person to locate myself in the research project as part of my feminist approach; and, on some occasions, my own experience was used as autoethnography in order to contextualise particular situations. Van Maanen (1998) states that, in "skilled hands", the use of the fi rst person voice in a confessional tale 1 may help to the reader to understand the problematic nature of the fi eldwork better.
I used three data collection techniques: participant observation, in-depth interviews, and user profi les analysis. Feminist media scholars conducting ethnographic studies in online settings (e.g., Gajjala, 2003; Orgad, 2005; Senft, 2008; boyd, 2014) use a combination of observation, interviews, and textual analysis. Similarly, I used a combination of those methods. I immerse myself in my three case studies. I logged in regularly. I analysed the characteristics of each platform. Th en, I used this expertise to engage with people's experiences through their narratives in the interviews and the analysis of their profi les, which are both representation of their identity and part of their lived experiences. My fi eldwork started in March 2013. Th e fi rst two months were dedicated to immersing myself in Badoo and Couchsurfi ng and fi nding participants in Leeds. My primary sources were interviews with participants, my fi eld notes, and the social media platforms themselves -with the focus on participant user profi les. Th e data gathered through these techniques were subsequently analysed thematically. It is widely accepted that research participants must have their right to privacy, confi dentiality, and anonymity protected; and, as Lee & Renzetti (1993) note, this is especially important in research that involves the disclosure of intimate information. Confi dentiality and anonymity were guaranteed to all participants in order to protect their privacy.
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In this article, I fi rst present my research design, which is built around a multi-sited case study using an ethnographic approach. Second, I introduce my methods for recruiting participants and data collection techniques, which include participant observation, interviews, and user profi les analysis.
Research design: Multi-sited and cross-platform
Th e concept of multi-sitedness was mainly developed by Massey (1992) and Marcus (1995) . Multi-sited research, Hine (2015, p. 61) notes, is characterised by "connection and mobility rather than static location". Drawing on Büscher and Urry, Hine (2015, p. 63) explains that there is a body of research interested in analysing mobility, which includes "virtual travel across networks of meditated communications; and communicative travel as people are connected in interactions face-to-face and via mediated communications." In a recent study about the use of media by young people, Studying Youth in the Media City: Multi-sited Refl ections by Sumiala et al. (2014) , the authors also apply the term to the study of both online and offl ine interaction. Moreover, they study the use of media by young people in diff erent locations around cities in two countries (Finland and the UK) and through different online platforms. Following Falzon (2009), Sumiala et al. (2014) used a multi-sited research design that not only relates to diff erent places but also includes cross-platform and multi-modal perspectives in order to approach the inherently mutable character of the studied phenomena. My research design is very similar to the one used by Sumiala et al. (2014) ; it is multi-sited at diff erent levels: cross-platform, multi-modal, and participants were located in two countries.
Th is study explores the intimate experiences facilitated by social media, using a crossplatform case study composed of three social media platforms: Badoo (dating/hookup site), CouchSurfi ng (hospitality exchange/meetup network), and Facebook. Merriam (1998) defi nes a case study as descriptive, heuristic, and inductive. On the other hand, a case study, as defi ned by Yin (2009, p. 18) , is "an empirical enquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context." According to Yin (2009) Yin (2013) emphasises that the evidence from research that uses multiple case studies is often more compelling and robust. Drawing on ethnographic perspective, I try to picture how users appropriate diff erent social media services in their search for intimacy. Th is cross-platform approach helps to map and understand the complexity of the current social media ecology, which Couldry (2011) calls "media manifold".
In this context of multiple communicative opportunities, Madianou and Miller (2013, p. 172) introduce the concept of "polymedia" to emphasise the way users choose among diff erent aff ordances off ered by diff erent media to negotiate diff erent kinds of personal relationships: "Polymedia is not simply the environment; it is how users exploit these aff ordances in order to manage their emotions and their relationships." I also pay attention to Cristina Miguel Article: Researching intimacy through social media how the architecture and policies of Badoo, CouchSurfi ng and Facebook shape the way people communicate and how diff erent social norms emerge through time and experience in each setting. Th e objective is to understand how users create and maintain diff erent kinds of relationships through diff erent platforms by navigating the aff ordances and norms of social media platforms.
Th e Badoo and CouchSurfi ng websites allow users to create and develop personal relationships. Th is research design helps to analyse the kind of intimate interactions facilitated by these platforms both online and offl ine. Facebook, as the mainstream social networking service, is used to observe how users migrate the interaction from Badoo and CouchSurfing to Facebook and how these users negotiate intimacy within both new and existing relationships on this platform. Th us, the study explores the migration of the communication within relationships that started online to other platforms or face-to-face encounters. Th e hybrid nature of intimacy practices, which may start online or offl ine and develop through one of the two settings (or both), as Gómez Cruz & Ardèvol (2013) note, is acknowledged through this multi-sited approach.
Th is qualitative study is mainly based on in-depth semi-structured interviews. Some scholars (e.g., Turkle, 1996; Markham & Baym, 2009) affi rm that it is useful to conduct face-to-face interviews with people studied online in order to explore individual's life stories and the role technology plays in their personal relationships. In my research, after an initial phase of immersion to get to know the platform characteristics and rules and to fi nd participants, I then interviewed users. Later, I gathered user profi les; and, fi nally, I analysed user profi les and the interview data thematically. I decided to conduct user profi les analysis after the interview, as I wanted to be sure that participants understood the research objectives and signed the consent form. My fi eldwork lasted from March 2013 to February 2014. Th e fi rst two months were dedicated to immersing myself in Badoo and CouchSurfing and to fi nding participants. Th e interviews took place in 4 diff erent waves: May and August in Leeds, and September and December in Barcelona. January and February in 2014 were dedicated to negotiating with participants, gathering user profi les and concluding the participant observation. In the next section, I will explain in more depth how I selected participants and how I engaged with them.
Recruiting participants
Participants were identifi ed as members of either CouchSurfi ng or Badoo (or both) in Leeds (UK) and Barcelona (Spain). Th e focus of the research was adult social media users; nevertheless, I did not look for any particular class or national background (i.e., only British and Spanish). It happened that people who were willing to participate in the research were from diff erent nationalities and with diff erent occupations, including unemployed participants, students, and professionals. Th e research targeted adults aged 25-49 (although the oldest participant was actually 47 years old). My focus was on adults because there are Article: Researching intimacy through social media Cristina Miguel already plenty of studies about intimacy practices among teenagers and college students and few about adults.
I selected the locations of Leeds and Barcelona because they are large cosmopolitan centres and it is easy to fi nd people who use social media to create new relationships. Th e cosmopolitan and multicultural nature of these locations, which have a large number of mobile inhabitants who live there for a short-medium period of time, made them suitable for fi nding people who decided to look for new personal relationships through social media. In addition, I chose these two locations for practical reasons, such as the possibility of getting access to users of CouchSurfi ng (I belonged to local CouchSurfi ng communities in both Barcelona and Leeds) and the possibility of communicating with participants in their own language, as I am fl uent in English, Spanish, and Catalan. Nevertheless, since many participants were expats, I conducted interviews with people whose mother language was not one of the aforementioned languages. I cannot describe this study as culturally comparative research between England and Spain because, in both countries, participants were from a wide range of nationalities.
Th e study included fi fteen participants based in the UK, twelve of whom were CouchSurfi ng users, seven of whom were Badoo users, and all of whom were Facebook users. Twelve of them friended me on Facebook. Th e other fi fteen participants were based in Spain, nine of whom were CouchSurfi ng users and ten of whom were Badoo users. All participants based on Spain were Facebook users, and thirteen of them friended me on Facebook for the study. Participants were not required to give their legal names or other information that could identify them, such as address or date of birth. Anonymity was ensured; participants were given pseudonyms. Th ey were asked to give their age, gender, and nationality; and these three variables were used to identify them as subjects of the study. Table 1 shows the distribution of participants by country and site.
One of my fi rst concerns was the negotiation of my position as insider or outsider with respect to the community being researched. Following Finch (1993) and Skeggs (1994) , Watts (2006) affi rms that being an insider familiar with the culture of the industry was useful; she already understood the industry she was researching. Speaking the same language as participants is helpful in order to build rapport. Similarly, I was a member of all the social media platforms that have informed my study since 2007/2008, although I had barely used Badoo. For the purpose of the research, I created academic accounts on these three social media platforms and presented myself as a researcher. Nevertheless, I decided to keep using my CouchSurfi ng personal account because I have a good reputation on the platform, since I have a number of positive references from my past interactions with other users. I included in my personal description that I was a researcher. On CouchSurfi ng, I was an insider. I already spoke the same language as the other couchsurfers, and I benefi ted from my prior connections in conducting the research. On the other hand, as Hine (2015, p. 85) notes, insider status may also be problematic: "Being an insider presents some problems in Cristina Miguel Article: Researching intimacy through social media Hine (2015) recommends thinking of the familiar as strange again. In this sense, I questioned the motivations users had to join CouchSurfi ng and how personal relationships are developed through the platform.
I used convenience sampling to fi nd participants through a one-to-one approach (including my personal network) and a call for participants. Alan Bryman (2012, p. 201) explains that "convenience sampling is one that is simply available to the researcher by virtue of its accessibility." Following Dörnyei (2007) , Farrokhi (2012, p. 784 ) defi nes convenience sampling as "a kind of non-probability or nonrandom sampling in which members of the target population are selected for the purpose of the study if they meet certain practical criteria, such as geographical proximity, availability at a certain time, easy accessibility, or the willingness to volunteer." Th us, the participants in this study are CouchSurfi ng or Badoo users (25-49 years old) located in Leeds or Barcelona who were willing to take part in the study.
In the case of Badoo, I had to contact (potential) participants one by one through the chat feature as there are no groups or other means of public communication to address users. Th is technique was very time-consuming since most male users were interesting in fl irting with me instead of participating in the research. Nevertheless, fi nding female Badoo users who wanted to take part in the study was the hardest task. Once I completed the interviews with male participants, I specifi ed in my Badoo profi le that I wanted to chat only with women although this did not prevent men from contacting me. I got few messages from women, and they were only interested in dating -apart from the two women who agreed to the interview through this approach. Th elwall (2011) suggests that women are more concerned about their privacy online because they post more personal information than men. In addition, the fact that the practice of meeting people online is still stigmatised (e.g., boyd, 2010b; Hine, 2014) , along with the general belief that meeting strangers online is dangerous, may have contributed to the diffi culty in fi nding female Badoo participants. Th us, I had to use my personal network to fi nd more female participants who were Badoo users.
In the case of CouchSurfi ng in the UK, I spread the call for participants through the "Leeds" group and through other smaller groups of general interest, such as "Language Exchange". I also spread the call for participants through the "Leeds CS Events" Facebook group, which is the mirror of the "Leeds" CouchSurfi ng city group on Facebook. I discovered during the fi eldwork in Leeds that it was common for some participants to be users of both CouchSurfi ng and Badoo. Th us, I also looked for participants who were users of both sites by posting a call for participants in diff erent CouchSurfi ng groups in Barcelona. Despite all this eff ort to fi nd participants through a call for participants, I recruited half of the participants through my personal network. I e-mailed CouchSurfi ng members that I had as friends on Facebook to ask them to participate in the research project, but most people contacted were reluctant to participate in the study. Attending meetings with Cristina Miguel Article: Researching intimacy through social media CouchSurfi ng people was the most eff ective way of getting participants for the research because they could ask me questions face-to-face and get to know better the objectives of the study. I could also explain to them in detail that all the information provided would be confi dential and anonymous. Couchsurfers were not familiar with research ethics, and I had to assure them that they could be completely confi dent that all the information provided would be kept in the strictest confi dence, and I explained to them that my research proposal had already passed the ethics board of my university. In this sense, the face-to-face interaction was needed to address any concerns that potential participants may have had in a more direct way.
A common controversy in the process of selecting the sample is whether it is better to interview strangers or people we already know. Reinharz and Davidman (1992, p. 26) analysed the process of recruiting participants in several research projects, and they found that some scholars claimed that "they needed to have close relationships before the interview took place". Likewise, some scholars explained that some participants refused to take part in research due to the "lack of relationship". On the other hand, other scholars claimed that interviewing strangers may lead to more self-disclosure. I included known people in the study in order to overcome the diffi culty of fi nding "strangers" to participate and to fi nd a balance in the types of participant I was recruiting. Most "stranger" participants identifi ed themselves as "very open". For this reason, their concept of intimacy was quite diff erent from those who would not have participated in the research if they had not known me in advance. In fact, one CouchSurfi ng user explained during the interview that she had seen the call for participants in April 2013 but, because she did not know me at that point (we met in May 2013 at a meeting), she did not reply. She asked me about the recruiting process and the object of the study at the end of the interview. We discussed the fact that, if I had recruited only through a call for participants, many introverted people like her (as she characterised herself as shy) would not have been present in the research. Hine (2015) notes that a general call for participants often produces a limited number of volunteers; for this reason, more targeted approaches to explain the objectives of the study are usually more eff ective than general appeals. In the case of Badoo, I had to contact (potential) participants one by one through chat since there are no groups or other means of public communication to address users. Th is technique was very time-consuming.
I decided from the beginning to off er participants a drink in exchange for collaborating in the research -not only because of the time involved in taking part in the interview, but also because I sometimes conducted the interviews in cafes and I did not think that it was fair for them to spend money to participate in the research. Borgatti and Molina (2005) explain how it is fair to give rewards to participants to compensate them for their time and avoid exploitation. Wiles (2013) highlights that the issue of "rewarding participants" has been subject of debate because rewards can be seen as an element that compromises freely-given consent, but she also acknowledges that rewards may simply be fair recompense for the time and energy employed in the study.
Article: Researching intimacy through social media Cristina Miguel Th e process of looking for participants and the ongoing relationship with them were a very important part of the research process. Following feminist scholars (e.g., Reinharzt & Davidman, 1992; Skeggs, 1995) and anthropologists (e.g., Rybas & Gajjala, 2007; Hine, 2015; Pink et al., 2015) , I refl ected in the research process to acquire knowledge. I took regular fi eld notes to use the process of recruiting participants as (participant) observation to understand the nature of the relationships that diff erent sites foster. In the next section, I shall explain in more depth how I conducted the observation.
Participant observation
In feminist research generally, participant observation, Reinharz and Davidman (1992, p. 68 ) point out, is valued because it forges a personal connection with participants insofar as it fosters "openness to intimacy and striving for empathy, which should not be confused with superfi cial friendliness." In addition, in media studies, as noted by Kember and Zylinska (2012) , participant observation involves engaging in everyday activities and recording and analysing those activities. Researchers usually record their observation through fi eld notes. Hine (2015, p. 74) explains that fi eld notes allow the researcher to record what happens, but also help to develop further insights in the research project insofar as fi eld notes are helpful "to capture her provisional thoughts about what these observations may mean, her ideas about what to look at next, and her concerns about aspects that puzzle or frustrate her."
Observational methods have been extensively used to study media use. For instance, Walkerdine (1986) in Video Replay: Families, Films and Fantasy observed how a working family watched the fi lm Rocky II. By using participant observation, she attempted to analyse the constitution of subjectivity within a variety of cultural practices, such as watching videos, and plunged into her own life memories from when she was a child in order to help her to describe diff erent aspects of family life in the context of popular culture. Horst and Miller (2011) are also a good example of the extensive use of participant observation in their study about the use of Facebook by people from Trinidad. Th ey observed participants in their homes or workplaces interacting online with other users. Th ey mainly used this method to observe the diff erent contexts in which Trinidadians engaged in Facebook interaction and the diff erent meanings Facebook use had for them.
In my research, participant observation had two phases: the immersion phase in which I also started looking for participants and the interaction phase with participants during and after the interviews. First, I immersed myself in both Badoo and CouchSurfi ng and conducted participant observation in March-April 2013. I positioned myself as observer participant. Berg (2009, p. 81) affi rms that, when they perform the role of participant observer, researchers "move away from the idea of participation but continue to embrace the overt role as investigator." Th us, I disclosed through my profi le that I was a PhD student conducting research about intimacy practices through social media and that I was using the site as one of my case studies. Online participant observation allowed me to acquire expertise Cristina Miguel Article: Researching intimacy through social media about the characteristics of each platform, its regulations, the verifi cation systems that Badoo and CouchSurfi ng provide, and the paid premium services available in Badoo to acquire more visibility or to be able to contact more users. Apart of analysing the workings of platforms and users profi les, I draw on my own experience as a user of these platforms to contextualize and deepen the analysis. Th e key idea, as observed by Hine (2009, p. 4) , is that "the researcher should become immersed in the social situation being studied and should use that experience to try to learn how life is lived there." Markham (1998) in her research about virtual environments noted that online participant observation allowed her to learn about the values and sociality norms of communities. Likewise, in the process of looking for participants, interaction with other users through Badoo helped me to understand how the site works, shared social practices and the nature of the interaction on the site. Like Miller and Slater (2000) , I discovered that some Badoo users have several accounts in order to be able to contact more users without having to pay premium services. In the case of CouchSurfi ng, I was already familiar with the practices and the social norms; but, as Hine (2015) recommends, I engaged in the exercise of thinking the familiar as strange again to acquire a deeper understanding of the phenomenon. I took fi eld notes, personal refl ections and observations to describe things about which I had become aware throughout the day, and I recorded chat conversations with Badoo participants. As Hine (2000, p. 13) reported in Virtual Ethnography, these regular conversations signifi ed the "rich insight of their involvement."
Participant observation was also useful during the course of the interviews to explain the context of the interview and the participant's behaviour. After the interviews, I kept in contact with participants through Badoo or CouchSurfi ng sites in order to try to friend them on Facebook. Some Badoo participants often talked to me if they saw me online in Badoo or Facebook. I checked their user profi les in the diff erent networks once a week during a period of three months after the interviews in order to get more insight in their social media practices, and I continued taking fi eld notes. I will explain more in detail the process and craft of the interviews in the next section.
Semi-structured in-depth interviews
Although I used other data collection techniques, interviews played a central role in my research process. Semi-structured in-depth interviews are useful to explore people's life experiences from their own point of view. Th us, Reinharz and Davidman (1992, p. 19) affi rm that "interviewing off ers researchers access to people's ideas, thoughts, and memories in their own words rather than in the words of the researcher". Likewise, Hine (2015, p. 78) points out that interviews are "a way of delving into a specifi c informant's experiences and understandings". Th erefore, the interviews focused on gathering information about online mediated intimate experiences and the encounters that may be experienced as a result of these interactions. Although, as Hine (2015) points out, a semi-structured interview follows Article: Researching intimacy through social media Cristina Miguel a guide, the researcher adds questions to aid the narrative of the interviewee, which allows the exploration of emerging topics.
Th e interviews lasted between forty-fi ve minutes and two and a half hours, and they were audio-recorded. I conducted 30 interviews. 15 interviews were carried out in Leeds (UK) in May and August 2013, and 15 in Barcelona (Spain) in September and December 2013. In Barcelona, I looked for participants only one week before I went there, but I had learned in the process of the research in Leeds that I had to schedule the interviews as soon as possible after making the contact in order not to lose the interest of (potential) participants. Although most interviews were conducted face-to-face, I also conducted two interviews online through Badoo chat with two UK participants. It might seem that conducting interviews online is the best setting to conduct research about social media interaction; however, online interviews have advantages and disadvantages. In my study, I felt that the information I was gathering through online interviews was poorer than that gained from face-to-face interviews; participants seemed less engaged and gave less elaborate answers. Th erefore, I decided not to conduct more interviews online.
In general, establishing a date and time for interviews was more complicated than I expected. For instance, one CouchSurfi ng participant changed the date of the interview six times. Th e setting of an interview is very important. In her study about the use of MySpace by teenagers, boyd (2014) explains that fi nding a place where participants feel comfortable to share their stories is paramount. Sin (2003) conducted research about how the place where the interview is conducted aff ects the construction of knowledge. Interviews are -at least, in part -structured by the spatial context in which they are conducted. At the same time, the production of information through the interactional interview can aff ect the experience and understanding of the socio-spatiality of the interview site. I conducted the interviews in a vast array of settings. I interviewed all CouchSurfi ng participants in their homes because I felt safe, as I already knew some of them or they had positive references in their profi les. On the other hand, I usually interviewed Badoo participants at coff ee shops or at the university due to safety concerns. Th us, although interviewing all participants at home would have been ideal for getting them to open up, I conducted half of the interviews in public spaces for practical and security reasons.
Participants were given information sheets and consent forms before interviews began. Alternatively, at the beginning of the recording of the interview, I explained verbally to the interviewee the same information contained in the consent form and her/his consent was recorded. Some participants asked me some questions in relation to anonymity, and I explained that all the information was anonymised, that I would never use their real name or any information that might identify them. Th is affi rmation usually helped to build rapport. As Kember and Zylinska (2012) noted, being trusted by the interviewee is essential to develop rapport. Feminist research often includes a strong connection between the researcher and participants. I tried to keep eye contact all the time, and I rarely took notes during the interview. Instead, I usually described whether the participant was engaging in Cristina Miguel Article: Researching intimacy through social media some kind of non-verbal communication, and I asked them to explain what they meant by this or that gesture. Th us, through these various strategies, I tried to build trust and rapport. In addition to being a matter of ethical concern, as feminist researchers, such as Finch (1993) in her playgroup study, note, the comfort of the interviewee has a direct impact on what participants feel able to speak about during the interview.
Before the interviews, participants were asked to fi ll out a pre-info sheet in order to collect some demographic information and other data such as political affi liation and alcohol intake. Th en, I asked them to indicate which data they considered intimate and which they revealed in their social media profi les. Th us, the objective of the pre-info sheet was to identify what kind of information participants considered intimate and which of this information they share in their CouchSurfi ng, Badoo or Facebook profi les. It also gathered some details about their social media activity: names of platforms they used, years of use, main purpose, and regularity. After participants fi nished completing the pre-info sheet, I started to tape-record the conversation, beginning with questions about how participants fi rst heard about CouchSurfi ng or Badoo. Reinharz and Davidman (1992) explain that the use of simple questions is a good technique that functions as an ice-breaker and helps to establish rapport. During the interviews, participants were asked to comment on questions with as little interruption as possible. However, if the informant's response was too brief or ambiguous, then I raised additional questions in order to reach a more in-depth understanding of the participant's comments. In designing the interviews, I tried to avoid directing the participants towards determinate types of answers. For instance, when inquiring about privacy online, I asked, "Have you ever thought about privacy online?" instead of asking, "Do you think that privacy is diminished online?" Th e primary ethical obligation of any research is to avoid causing harm (e.g., Hine, 2000; Ess & AoIR Ethics Working Committee, 2002; Cooper, 2007; Markham & Buchanan, 2012) . Research would be considered harmful, for instance, if it generates any kind of mental distress or embarrassment for the participants. Th e potentially sensitive topic of the research project, which deals with intimacy practices, is an ethical issue itself. Especially during the interviews, I took care that the participants felt comfortable because talking to people about their intimate experiences involves feelings, and it is important to be sensitive to the reaction of the participants to the questions and to change the topic, take a break, or conclude the interview if the participant was uncomfortable. Of course, participants were not forced to reveal any information they did not want to provide. Cooper (2007 , p. 243), following Gilligan's (1995 work in feminist ethics of care, highlights the importance of taking care of participants in feminist research: "Care has become a central frame for feminist scholarship, providing a primary term through which intimacy and labour are configured." Th us, I was very careful to formulate all questions in a respectful way, and I changed topics if I observed any signal of distress. Only once did a participant look uncomfortable while talking about her personal relationships. Th erefore, I moved on to some technical ques-Article: Researching intimacy through social media Cristina Miguel tions that were related to the confi guration of privacy settings in the social media platforms she used.
Some scholars (e.g., Sieber, 2010; Gray, 2009 ) affi rm that not only do researchers have to avoid causing any harm, but they also should aim to provide positive benefi ts to participants. In the research, participants benefi ted from a better understanding of how they negotiate their intimate relationships through diff erent social media platforms. In fact, one participant commented after the interview that he had never thought of his practices in such a deep way. He stated that his better understanding of his own intimacy practices through social media was a positive outcome of participating in the research. My main objective when conducting research from this ethical point of view was avoiding harm; nevertheless, I always tried to help participants with my knowledge of social media to help them make sense of their own intimacy practices when interacting online.
Participant's narratives during the interviews were used to explore both online interactions and offl ine intimate encounters facilitated by the use of those platforms. After the interviews, as explained earlier, I took some fi eld notes about the interaction, focusing on participants. I also looked at user profi les to check that the information reported to be in the profi le was actually online. In addition, I analysed user profi les to examine how each interface fosters a particular kind of self-disclosure and how users navigated the features of the social media platforms to (re)present themselves in the network. I present the user profi le analysis below.
User profi le analysis
Communication through social media platforms can be synchronous or asynchronous. Hogan (2010) examines the temporal dimension of social media communication from a symbolic interactionist perspective and argues that self-presentation through social media platforms is composed of performances and artefacts. Performances take place in "situations", while artefacts take place in "asynchronous" exhibitions. Goff man's self-presentation and symbolic interactionism theories have been used by several scholars (e.g., Miller, 1995; Sannicolas, 1997; Ellison et al., 2006; Hogan, 2010; Kalinowski & Matei, 2011; Wessels, 2012) to examine online identity and digital communication. Applying Goff man's dramaturgical theory while studying interpersonal communication in face-to-face interactions, Hogan (2010) suggests that, in social media interaction, we should consider the user as an actor only in synchronous communication. Th us, Hogan argues that the actor performs in real time in "situations", and recordings of past performances are actually artefacts (e.g., photos, status updates, comments) that users exhibit through their profi les. User profi les are cultural artefacts because, as Reinharz & Davidman (1992) stated, cultural artefacts are narratives and visual texts produced by people. One of the main characteristics of cultural artefacts is that they are not created ad hoc for the research project. Reinharz and Davidman (1992, p. 147) noted that cultural artefacts "possess a naturalistic, 'found' quality Cristina Miguel Article: Researching intimacy through social media because they are not created for the purpose of the study". User profi les remain in servers for a long period of time; for this reason, they may be considered as archives of aff ect (Gehl, 2013) or feelings (Ferreday, 2013) . Building on Kuntsman, Ferreday (2013, p. 56) points to the usefulness of analysing user profi les to understand "the specifi cities and contingencies of online and offl ine life". Following this concept of user profi les are artefacts that already exist, I just copied and pasted the content I was interested in analysing in a Word format.
For ethical reasons, I conducted user profi le analysis after the interviews when I received the signed consent of the participants. In their research about user perspectives on Internet research, Beninger et al. (2014) found that there is no agreement among users about the need to ask for consent in Internet research, since some users believe that the information is publicly available. In particular, Beninger et al. (2014, p. 28) identifi ed a range of factors that social media users consider important to ask for consent in Internet research: "Mode and content of the posts; Social media website being used; Th e expectations the user had when posting, and; Th e nature of the research". In particular, social media users explained that the sensitivity of the content (e.g., if a social media site was particularly sensitive or personal), it is fundamental to ask for permission from the participants. Th erefore, due to the sensitive nature of my research topic, I considered it necessary to ask for the consent from all the participants before analysing any digital data.
Following Ong, Ess (2012) explains that social media platforms reintroduce some characteristics of the orality in the communication landscape, expanding the auditory as well as the visual. Th ey claim that the sense of selfhood is changing in the culture of connectivity, and Western cultures are moving from an individualistic sense of privacy toward "group privacy", which would be located in the boundary between public space and individual privacy. Ess (2012, p. XVII) connects this idea of new relational and emotional senses of selfhood with the emergence of virtue ethics in the context of online communication (e.g., child pornography). In relation to information gathered from user profi les, although information published in social media is considered public by many people, there are different expectations of privacy in public, which Ess (2012) considers "group privacy". Th us, this was one reason for not analysing information produced by the participants' friends in their profi les. Nissenbaum (2010) has also developed a framework to explain how diff erent people have diff erent expectations of privacy that are culturally and contextually shaped, called contextual integrity, which can be applied to online settings. As we cannot know the expectation of privacy the participants (or their friends) have, the best ethical approach is to assume they all have high expectations of privacy.
I gathered all "profi le pictures" on Badoo, CouchSurfi ng, and Facebook. In the case of Facebook, profi le pictures refer to the pictures contained in the folder called "profi le pictures", not pictures uploaded to other folders or pictures in which the users are tagged. Likewise, I only gathered the textual information disclosed by participants in their profi les as expressed in the sections "Interests" in CouchSurfi ng and Badoo, "Groups" in CouchSurfing and Facebook, "Personal Description" in CouchSurfi ng, and "About me" in Badoo and Article: Researching intimacy through social media Cristina Miguel Facebook. I gathered all the information manually and created a fi le for each participant and network in a Word format. Hine (2015) fi nds it problematic to analyse data recorded in fi les instead of analysing it online because, she argues, this practice may disembed the researcher from the setting. In addition, she believes that, in order to understand digitallymediated practices, it is not only interesting to analyse user profi les, but also to observe directly how users interact through social media, as Miller (2011) did in his research on Facebook in Trinidad. In my study, due to the sensitive topic, I found it quite diffi cult that participants were going to collaborate in logging observation. Th ere was only one participant who insisted on showing me her Badoo account, so that I could have an idea of the number of messages she received and the content and tone of those messages.
Conclusion
Th is paper has presented how I designed and conducted a research project about intimacy practices across diff erent social media platforms called "Intimacy in the age of social media". My epistemology is based on the feminist standpoint that "all knowledge is situated" and draws on an ethnographic perspective. I have engaged in refl exivity to analyse the way that I, as a researcher, acquired knowledge and to understand how my personal background and experience aff ected the research process by explaining my research choices. Th e research design of this project is based in a multi-sited qualitative case study. Th e concept of multi-sitedness is helpful to understand how intimacy practices facilitated through social media platforms may occur online or offl ine and in diff erent locations. Th is study focuses on three social media platforms: Badoo, CouchSurfi ng and Facebook. Th e diff erent kinds of personal relationships these sites foster and facilitate are useful for mapping and understanding the diff erent kinds of intimacy practices that users may experience through social media. In order to approach these practices among adults, I targeted users aged 25-49 years old in Barcelona (Spain) and Leeds (UK). A cross-platform research design is useful to explore broadly the role that diff erent social media technologies play in adults' personal relationships from a twofold approach: (1) Th e role of social media platforms as intimacy mediators and (2) how adults adopt and adapt technical aff ordances that these sites provide to create and develop personal relationships.
I used mainly in-depth interviews to collect data, complemented with user profi les analysis and participant observation. Th e data gathered in the interviews and through participant observation were combined with the information collected from user profi les. Triangulation allows the verifi cation of data and the enrichment of data gathered from one method with data gathered from a diff erent method. For instance, the analysis of users' profi les was useful to verify what participants explain in the interviews and what was actually there. Data directly observed in profi les are more reliable than information reported in interviews, mainly due to the inability of users to remember all the data they have included in their profi les or the privacy options they had applied. I compared the information gath-Cristina Miguel Article: Researching intimacy through social media ered through the pre-info sheet and during the interviews with the information actually disclosed in profi les. Th is helped me to understand how users negotiate the disclosure of what I call "intimacies of digital identity" -that is, what kind of intimate information (both visual and textual) users disclose through their profi le(s). In this way, I was able to identify what kind of data participants disclosed through their profi les and which data they considered to be intimate. Why they decided to publish intimate information online was discussed during the interviews. Th e data gathered through these methods was analysed thematically although the discussion of the use of this method is outside of the scope of this article. Th e interplay of the data gathered through diff erent methods across diff erent platforms was very helpful to arrive to a holistic understanding of intimacy mediated practices in the age of social media.
Notes
1 Confessional tales are autobiographical self-refl ective accounts used to complement fi eldwork reports (Van Maanen, 1998) .
